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Robyn hod in scherewod stod
hodud and hathud hosut and schod
ffour and thuyrti arowus he bar
in his hondus.

In the sixteenth century, "A Gest of Robyn Hode" (117),
which consists of at least four ballads strung together to make
a narrative of 456 stanzas, was printed several times, one
copy perhaps as early as 1500. The "Gest" shows signs of
having been composed at an earlier date than this, since a
number of Middle-English linguistic forms, possibly older
than 1400, have survived the printers' renovations. Judged
by the large number of references made to the Robin Hood
ballads in fifteenth-century literature, they were probably in
wide circulation during that period.

Other traditional ballads besides the "Gest" were printed
in the sixteenth century: as, for example, "Adam Bell" (116).
Even after the growth of printing, ballads were still copied
out by hand, and there are half a dozen in sixteenth-century
manuscripts which may have been for the use of minstrels.
These include, "The Battle of Otterburn", "The Hunting
of the Cheviot", and "Edom o' Gordon". But the total number
of texts belonging to this century is not large, and only fourteen
ballads in all have survived in manuscripts or printed texts
dating from before 1600.

In the seventeenth century, ballads began to appear in
fairly large numbers. There were two main sources: first,
the broadsides and the song-books of a broadside type which
supply over fifty of the texts in Child, and secondly Percy's
Folio MS., which contained forty-six ballads, some only in
fragments. Thomas Percy found the Folio in a country house
and saved part of it from being used to light fires, and he made
it the basis of his Retiques.* It dates from about 1650, but
linguistic evidence points to the copying of sixteenth-century
texts by its scribe. Eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century
manuscripts and printed collections provide by far the greater
part of Child's corpus; and these show only internal evidence
of an earlier date of composition.